Finding Freedom 


I open my eyes. Squishing my face deeper into the soft pillow as my alarm clock goes off, I 
prepare my eyes for the rays of morning sun. But as I emerge from the warmth of my blankets, the sting 


doesn’t come. It's not even light out. Huh? 


Squinting through the darkness, I read the time. A quarter to three. It’s not even five yet, why is my 


alarm going off? I move, equivalent to the speed of a sloth, to extinguish the quiet beeping. 


Only it doesn’t stop. 


I spare the clock a look of confusion and hastily resume pressing the TURN OFF button. This 
thing must be broken, I think, and I face the ceiling with a sigh. The beeping gets louder and more 


incessant. I lift my hands and scratch my eyes... 


And the sky is a blinding blue when I remove them. I blink rapidly, but not as fast as the fierce 
cracking I hear in the distance. It seemed to shake the very sky. There was no mistaking that sound for 
fireworks. I’ve been to a range before, and I hear it often in my neighborhood. Gunfire. I sit up 
immediately, alarmed. The familiar comfort of my bed was gone, to be replaced with the rough, jagged 
feeling of loose stone. The wind whipped my face, delivering to my ears the most frightening screams I 
had ever heard. I turned to their direction, my heart beating much faster than it was only mere seconds 


before. I crawled nearer to the commotion of the ruined building I was on, grazing my hands and knees. 


“Ow,” I cautiously peer over the edge. 


There were bodies everywhere. An olid smelling smoke was swelling out of a building ablaze 
across the street. In fact, several buildings seemed to be on fire here. It looked like the remains of an old 
town. Feeling uneasy, my eyebrows pinch together of their own accord. This place is a wreck. People 
were running and swarming all around at a dizzying pace. What is happening?! These people seemed to 
be fleeing from a large group further down the street, who were yelling things I couldn’t understand. I 
absorbed the distress exploding around my senses, and my heartbeat doubled. They look like soldiers, I 
thought, noticing the closest of them with what had to be guns. These “soldiers” were drawing screams of 
terror and pain from the people ahead of them. Without my glasses, my eyesight was too blurry to see 
exactly what they were doing, but I knew it couldn’t be good. I came to the conclusion that those soldiers 


were the bad guys. 


I heard a worried shout from somewhere behind me, and the remains of the building shifted; I lost 
my balance, and felt a burning sensation as I swung over the edge. The air had gone from my lungs. It 
was like my body continued falling without me. Silent, I watched myself fall from the top of the building; 


the ground coming closer, my body to become another in that pile below... 


I rolled off my bed and hit the floor with an “oof,” face up. My lungs were working properly 
again. I sprang to my feet and looked around to see my room, filled with yellow light streaming through 


the curtains. My bed was as I had left it. Even the blankets were still warm. 


“What just happened?” 


Was I dreaming? I inspected my hands and knees, where I remembered feeling the crumbling 


stone scrape me. Huh. My skin looked and felt raw as I poked it. So it really did happen? Where was I 


then? It didn’t look like any place I’ve ever been before. 


After several minutes of asking questions with no answers, a thought popped into my head. What 


if it happens again? 


I decided to create a bag just in case. A bag of things I wouldn’t be able to survive without. I 
rushed all over the house grabbing things fast, as if I had just heard my mother coming home and realized 
I hadn’t done the chores. As I recalled my dream-like experience, I realized that the people running away 
from the soldiers were wearing a different kind of clothing. I stopped short. J don t have that type of 
clothing... I would look out of place there if I were to go back. Where was I? There is one place that 


should have some answers... 


“To the internet!” I declared. Later, as I scrolled through the history of ruined towns and wars all 


over the world, I spotted an image. 


“REFUGEES FROM MANILA FIGHTING REACH SAFETY ACROSS THE PASIG RIVER 


AT MANILA IN THE PHILIPPINES ON 10 FEBRUARY 1945” 


... Manila, Philippines, 1945. More images show ruined buildings, smoke, guns, soldiers- 
Filipino, American, and Japanese soldiers, Filipino Civilians caught in crossfire, and many other 
horrendous scenes. These look a lot like what I just saw, I thought. 1 think this is where I was. In Manila, 
1945. This is crazy. But if I could go back, with all the knowledge I have now, I could ask someone and 
really find out. Maybe I can... I pressed the TURN OFF button on my alarm clock before it sent me there- 


maybe thats how it works. 


I resolved to test my theory. This is a bad idea... Whatever. I approach my bed and squat next to 
my pillow, where I keep my clock. I took a steadying breath, and wrapped my bag around my wrist 
tighter. I was vaguely aware of my heart beat growing faster. The room was so still, you could hear the 


soft ticking of the alarm clock as I reached for the button. I pressed it. 


Nothing happened. 


I pressed it again quickly. No elements of warfare reached my senses. “Huh.” I said. So the clock 


isn’t what sends me there. 


As I thought about war in Manila, 1945, I walked over to my turntable and pulled out Delicate 


Jazz by Paul Smith. I slipped the record in and moved the stylus, hearing the static snap and crackle. 


When I turn around, I hear screaming and crying, not the jazz I expected from my record player. I 
see burning buildings... if I really strained my ears, the sharp pop of gunfire was still present. The 
Japanese soldiers must have moved further away. I was no longer on top of that crumbling structure. I 


then took in the scene before me. 


It was infinitely worse than the few photos of mutilated bodies I found online. The ground was 
smeared with entrails. It was like a puzzle of bodies all jumbled up. Some were whole and unmoving, 
others missing parts and writhing in pain. A vile smell arose from it all. I feel nauseous and ready to 
heave. A woman to my right had her stomach cut open, leaking her insides out. A man just ahead was 
missing his arms and head. I squeeze my eyes shut. Theres so many of them... these people... they need 


help. I knew most of them were close to death, if they weren’t already. There was nothing I could do for 


them. The still audible sounds of firepower urged me to move on. Feeling torn, I ball my hands up into 
fists and force my legs to move. The same sight followed me as I ran in the opposite direction of the 
fighting. I felt corrupt and disrespectful, as if I was the one who had done this to them. My eyes begin to 


water, not just because of the wind. 


The setting sun bathed the place with a red-orange hue, making it look like everything was on 
fire. I encountered none as I hurried through the ruined town. My sleep shirt clung to my back as the 
exertion from running seeped through. The images of dirt, blood, burning buildings, and stiff corpses 
blurred together as I ran. After some time, I stopped at an intersection to ease the stitch in my chest. I still 
felt slightly sick from witnessing so many lifeless bodies. I downed some water I had stashed in my bag. 
As I caught my breath, I noticed the number of mutilations had lessened, which I was thankful for, but 
ashamed for thinking. I observed some irrational shame lingering in the back of my mind. I shook my 
head and looked up at the pole I was leaning against. SAN MARCELINO, it read. I could no longer hear 
gunshots or even the scuffling of fallen buildings. Everything in this area was dead and silent. Feeling 
obligated to be doing something, I resumed walking, but at a slower pace, listening for signs of the 
refugees I saw running the last time I was here.. J have no idea where I’m going. I remember reading 
"SAFETY ACROSS THE PASIG RIVER”. I need to cross that river. But where is it? I don t even have a 


map- 


A muffled crash echoed through the soundless street and I jumped out of my skin. It was 
impossible to tell where it came from. My fingers and elbows were tingling from the sudden noise as I 
looked around for signs of danger. A small, high pitched shout came from behind me. Sounds like a little 
girl. I should help her. No, what if a soldier is with her? I thought. It could be dangerous. The 


possibly-little-girl shouted again, in pain. It doesn t matter. I'm going to her. I turned to my left and 


walked, my ears leading me closer to the crying. Yet another ruined building came into view, and through 


the rubble I saw a tiny child, struggling to break free. There were no Japanese soldiers. No one. 


So I ran to her. I ascended the broken stone, clearing an easier path to use on my way back down. 
I approached her slowly, and raised my hands. 7 hope she knows I’m only here to help her. She looked at 
me for several seconds. Oh, I must look very strange to her, with what I'm wearing. Still, she must have 
realized I was no threat, because the fear in her eyes appeared to lessen. She pointed to her legs. There 
was a relatively large chunk of dilapidated building covering them. I rolled it off and climbed further, to 
where her head lay, and placed my hands on her arms. She made no sound as I did this. With nothing 
trapping her legs, I was able to lift her body smoothly. I looked around for any other survivors I could 
help. No one. I got a good look at her. She looked even smaller up close. She had to be around eight, ten 
at most. Her hair was parted to the side, dark and wavy. She was wearing a simple, pale dress that stopped 
just below her knees. A layer of dust and scratches coated her from head to toe, adding to her disheveled 
appearance. Speaking. I thought. Right. I’m not even fluent in Tagalog. Assuming I really am in Manila. 


How am I gonna talk to her? Let’ just try English first. 


“What’s your name?” I ask. 


She folds her chin into her chest, the motion making her hair sway. “Laya.” 


So she can understand English. That helps me a lot. Time to ask a difficult question. I swallowed, 


already feeling sorry for her. “Laya, do you know where your family is?” 


She picks at her hair now. “Nanay got lost when they came.” I could hear her accent now. So her 


mother could still be alive, they were only separated... she could have crossed the river, maybe. I hope. 


The smooth collision of skyburst reds and yellows would soon leave us with a benighted sky. We’ll have a 


better chance of surviving if we could just cross that river. 


I scoot closer to her, and place my hand on her shoulder. “Listen. We need to cross the Pasig river. 
No Japanese soldiers will be there, so it’s safe. Your Nay might be there too. Do you know how to get 


there?” 


She looks more like a child at the mention of possibly seeing her mother again. She nods, “At-” 


~ climax ~ What she might have said next I will never know. My ears drown in the resounding 
CRACK that pushes through the sky. We glance at each other and freeze. We look around for who fired 
the gun. Without warning, a wave of Filipino civilians, forced from their home, flood into the street 
below. The shots become more persistent. I pull Laya’s hand and we stumble and slide down the slope of 
stone together. The dense crowd swallows us even as we run. We are enveloped in the crunching of gravel 
beneath fraught feet, winded breaths, crying eyes, and anguished faces. Above all the commotion, I 
discern the soldiers yelling in Japanese, completing the overwhelming daze of it all. People behind us get 


caught by the bullets and plummet to the ground, the gunfire endless. We run on. 


I sprint just behind Laya, unconsciously shielding her from the danger behind us. A sudden 
burning sensation radiates from my side as the Japanese continue firing, the feeling morphing into a slight 
stinging. My brain shoves it away, and my vision goes blurry, mixing the battleground palette into a 
disoriented photograph. Distantly, I hear Laya shout something and point ahead through the frequently 
lessening throng. We must have been running for an eternity, but I then noticed that the shooting had 
stopped. I vigorously shake my head and strain my eyes. Tiny dots seem to decorate the length of a 
glimmer up front. I chance a glimpse behind us. There was a considerable amount of people missing from 


the array, and the remaining seemed moderately injured, but no Japanese soldiers were present. Somehow, 


we must have managed to escape. Relief flooded me as I realized the glimmer in the distance was the 
river. We made it. I brushed my stinging side with my hand and it swung back to my eyes with a dark red. 
We made it- in mint condition. We reached the bank of the river and were met with soldiers- American, 
this time. Laya and I stepped onto the bridge. It looked just like the photo I saw of it. The stream flowed 
gently to the north, its steady waters looking relatively ominous as the last rays of sunlight glinted on the 


surface. 


Together, we took the final step off the bridge. Finally. I turned my head and saw the still burning 
buildings in Manila, broken and emitting dark clouds of smoke. Deep down in me, I felt a strange type of 
grief for Laya. I hadn’t known her for long, but I could feel the worry in my stomach for her and her 
mother. There was a slim chance she would be alive and on this side of the river. I eased my grip on her 


hand. 


Laya pulled me through the crowd of refugees, shouting for her mother. I began to feel guilt as 
well as grief. I told her that her mother might be here... and if she isnt... I was the one who planted the 
idea that her mother was alive. Through Laya’s eyes, it would be my fault if she wasn’t. For some reason, 
the possibility of upsetting or disappointing Laya seemed more awful than it being someone else. Perhaps 
it was because she was a child. Or maybe it was because the circumstances were undeniably high. I 
silently prayed her mother was alive and here. I noticed a woman pushing her way through the swarm of 


displaced people. She looked extremely hopeless and distraught. 


... That could be the face of a mother looking for her lost child. I tagged Laya’s hand to get her 
attention. She faced me, and I pointed to the woman ahead. Laya’s eyes widened and I knew that it was 


her. Hugging me, she pulled us toward the direction of her mother. But the crowd suddenly thickened, and 


Laya lost her grip on my hand. I stood in the same spot for several seconds, waiting for the people to pass. 
When it cleared up again, I saw Laya with her mother, in tears of mixed emotions. I smiled in a way I had 


never smiled before. I felt my eyes stinging, and a yearning for my mother to hug me, too. 


I saw Laya walking to where she left me, her mother not far behind. When they reached me, her 
mother thanked me and took my hands in both of hers. Then Laya added her hands on top of mine. I 
nodded and bowed my head. Her mother let go, and opened her arms for another embrace. As Laya turned 


to her, I felt her hand slip away for the final time. 


I close my eyes. 


